EDITORIAL

In Media Res
The word "mystery" used simply to mean a craft; craftsmen always like you to believe that their trade is difficult and complex, so they hedge it around with ritual and make it hard to gain entry or even to gain knowledge about it. Hence the modern use of the word "mystery". Psychiatry has something of a reputation for mysteriousness and I suspect that this has often suited us. Lack of science has encouraged us to retreat into semimysticism at times, and we are often reluctant to reveal our methods and our results. This is a pity. Despite the jeremiads that regularly appear in the professional and popular literatures about psychiatry's imminent demise, psychiatrists and their specialty are better accepted by the general public and by the rest of the medical profession than ever before. Of course, the record is still spotty and our methods are still not overburdened by scientific justification, but the changes in recent years have been positive and exciting.
Why then is psychiatry's public image so dull and lowkey and why does anti-psychiatry, like the devil, have most of the best tunes? Part of the reason is that so many psychiatrists are quite phobic of the media. Unquestionably, we have to be careful not to oversell our specialty (it has happened in the past to our great disadvantage) and we have to be ultracareful of patient confidentiality. But we work in the most fascinating area of all, that of people, and the public is hungry for knowledge about mental health and mental illness, and about our work in relation to them. We have ourselves to blame that that hunger is not properly satisfied, and that we leave the situation open for sensationalists, who are glad to jump in and give us a bad name while making their own fortune.
In this issue, Drs. Lamontagne and Verreault take a refreshing look at the topic of the dissemination of mental health information, and they ask how effective the mass media may be in this. They note that many psychiatrists are in favour of informing the public about 607 mental health matters, while generally feeling pessimistic that mass media communication can make any effective inroads on mental illness.
The authors have found Very little worthwhile evidence in this field and they emphasize that there is no scientific proof at present that the media are ineffectual in promoting valuable mental health knowledge. In the past, there have been over-optimistic expectations about the primary prevention of mental illness by increased awareness of pathogenic and consequent improved lifestyle. Such expectations were naive, but it is possible that areas of secondary and tertiary prevention may be much more amendable, and the article cites the potential to encourage rehabilitation of the mentally ill, or the encouragement of treatment compliance, amongst many other possibilities.
Knowledgeability and flexibility in utilizing the media are necessary, and the authors stress that good quality outcome research is vital to measure the effects of presentations. The media are an integral part of modern everyday life; the reporters are interested in our patients and in us, but too often we stand back and watch the "instant expert" (who frequently is not a psychiatrist) expatiate on any aspect of the psyche at the drop of a hat. We in the mental health field could do much more than we do to improve the image of psychiatry and to benefit the cause of our patients, by cooperating with the media. However the cooperation should be judicious and should be based on mutual respect, not adversarial animosity. Also, there should be careful assessment of the effects of those media programmes which attempt to impart knowledge or change circumstances in the public mental health arena.
The medium could be the message, if we learned to use it well.
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